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Heart Is A Storybook 


Author's Notes: 


Apologies to anyone hoping for a more Foo-centric story. Dave ended up playing more of an extended cameo 


here than a starring role. My focus is primarily on James and Metallica and his struggles with addiction during 


the latter half of the Worldwired Tour. Set in Northern California, early 20I9-ish. 


When Dave first invited me to go UFO hunting, | told him it sounded.well, more like Kirk's idea of a good time 


than mine. 


The nice thing about text messages is that Dave couldn't see or hear me hesitate as | scrambled for an 
excuse to decline. Not that | was bullshitting him. Everyone knows that Kirk is a sci-fi and horror nut. He and 
Dave Grohl teaming up to chase aliens is every metal nerd's wet dream. Especially if Dave dropped a cheesy 
"Blair Witch"-style video clip or two onto social media with Kirk hashtagged. There were certainly worse ways 
to distract our fans from their usual suspicions. | was about to follow up my response with exactly that 


suggestion when a text came back from Dave. 


Every Mulder needs a Scully. That's why Im asking you 
Followed immediately by the buzz of an incoming Face Time call. | couldn't ignore it. | was the one who'd texted 
Dave in the first place. Not the other way around. He knew | had the house to myself and a weekend to kill. He 


knew the isolation was getting to me, because I'd told him. 


So | answered, still hopeful that | could sell Dave on the idea of a weekend in Vail. | could show him the 


panoramic view of the mountains from our dining room windows. Perfect spot for watching the skies. 

The face that appeared onscreen looked nothing like the Dave Grohl | was used to. Gone were the beaming 
smile and the aura of manic energy that always seemed to surround him. In their place were a pair of 
glistening, red-scrubbed eyes and a weariness that hit me with a pang of recognition. | may as well have been 


looking in a mirror. 


"Just hear me out," he said. "A skeptic's perspective is crucial to any UFO investigation, no matter how casual. 


Kirk, he's too much like me. He's a Mulder. | need a tracking partner who can keep his feet on the ground" 
"Dave-—" 

"Someone who won't let me get carried away. Pardon the pun” 

"| get that, but-—" 


"I know." Dave put up his hands. "I was gonna go by myself. And | still can. | just don't want to be. don't..look, it 


would really mean a lot to me." 

Finally, | got a whole sentence in. "First tell me what's going on." 

"You mean, as far as reported UFO activity, or--" 

"You, Dave. What's going on with you?" 

He shook his head. Shrugged wearily. "Same old, same old. Let's put it that way." 
| hear ya" 


"And | know it sounds weird," Dave went on, “after touring for three goddamn years, but I'd rather be 


anywhere than alone in my house right now." 
| definitely heard him on that one. Felt him too. Soul-deep and right in the gut. 


"Even the middle of nowhere?" 


“deally the middle of nowhere." 


His smile was what sealed the deal, right then and there. It warmed me to see him perk up like that. | was 


beginning to doubt my ability to do that for anyone but the audience these days. 
"Even if they beam you up into a flying saucer?" 

"Does that sound like something I'd complain about?" 

"Not if they anally probed you." 


That one earned me a chuckle. "Fuck off, Hetfield You want in on this or not?" 


To be continued. 


A Star Burned Out 


Author's Notes: 
Story and chapter titles borrowed from the FF song "The Sky Is A Neighborhood" 


| should have said no. 

Story of my fucking life. Just like | should have said no to the Siberian bear hunting trip that nearly ended my 
marriage the first time, but at least | was twenty years younger and stupider then | didn't have the benefit 
of hindsight like | do now. Doesn't matter if its animals or aliens. Doesn't matter if I'm packing a rifle or a 
camera phone. Doesn't matter what l'm chasing, but what l'm running from--and the fear of being caught 
while I'm still trying to hide. 

"What gave it away?" 

| should have said no, because there's no hiding from Dave, it turns out. 


"Does it matter?" Dave replies. 


"No more than it matters how long I've been doing it" | rub the bridge of my nose with what | hope aren't 


trembling fingers. "To answer both of your questions" 

"Im sorry," he says. 

"Forget it” 

"Seriously, dude. Im sorry. | should've waited until we got back home before | said anything” 
"Ya think?!" 


| didn't mean to bark it out like that. Or to round on Dave with my teeth bared and my face red-hot. His goes 


pale, along with his knuckles. | feel the RV swerve a bit before Dave takes a breath and loosens his grip. 
"Only reason | asked was to make sure you're okay to drive. 

"On the way back" | remind him, “ike we agreed. Why would that matter right now?" 

"Because my foot's starting to bug, and | wouldn't mind a stretch 


Part of me feels like a colossal dick for not thinking of that. Part of me wants to kick Dave in his good shin for 


broaching the subject the way he did. He could've just asked if | was cool with driving the rest of the trip. H's 
not like l'm visibly inebriated. Hell, it's not like I'm inebriated at all. | haven't had a pill since | left the house this 
morning or a drink since | got on the plane. l'm wearing just enough aftershave to mask any residual smell 
from my pores without being obvious. Dave hasn't left my side since he picked me up at the airport. We 
pissed in neighboring stalls at the RV rental office and bought food together during our one and only stop since 
then. I've given him no reason at all today to question my sobriety. So yeah. Fuck the sore foot excuse. Fuck 
Dave's shitty timing. Fuck him for ruining what was supposed to be an escape from my demons. 

Fuck me for thinking such a thing was even possible. 

"Then pull over." 

"There's no shoulder," Dave says. 

"So?" 

"We'd be blocking the road" 


| roll my eyes in the sideview mirror. "It takes five seconds to switch seats. There's no one behind us anyway.” 


"Thought I'd grab a smoke while we're at it. Maybe take some baseline readings. Gonna be more than five 


seconds that we're stopped." 

“Anyone comes along, they can go around. Who gives a fuck?" 

Dave's patience is almost maddening. He can probably sense l'm trying to pick a fight, just like he sensed that 
I'd fallen off the wagon, and he's refusing to give me the satisfaction Making me sound even more like a 


defensive asshole in the process. 


"The shoulder widens back up in another mile or so," he says. "At least according to the most recent Google 
Earth images." 


"Well, that's reassuring” 

Dave chuckles. 

"The hell's so funny?" 

"You've got this Scully thing down perfectly, you know. Especially the sarcasm" 

| refuse to say anything, turning my gaze back toward the windshield and the forest surrounding us. The 


massive walls of evergreens on either side of the road. The afternoon sun this close to dropping behind them. | 


can tell that Dave is feeling guilty. That's why he's trying to deflect my anger. Trying to turn the conversation 


back around to his stupid X-Files fixation. Tough shit. He can sit in the uncomfortable silence he created until 


we find the right spot to-- 
"FUCK!" 


My heart lodges in my throat. | whip my head around to see that the console has gone completely dark. The 


radio is silent. The vents aren't blowing air. The engine is dead. 

The motherfucking engine is dead. 

With that realization comes a shift in gravity, or maybe the other way around, and a nosedive into the darkest 
depths of memory to that night in Sweden | forget to breathe. | can't find my voice. | couldn't hear it if | did, 
because Dave keeps shouting "fuck!" as he clenches the wheel and stomps the brake. My vision tunnels. Acid 
fills my throat. | can't remember if you're supposed to brace for impact or go limp. Not that either one 
could've helped-- 

"We lost power!" 


--Cliff. 


"No shit," | hear myself say. That's when instinct kicks on like a backup generator. | can talk again, which means 


| can move, so | unbuckle myself and reach across Dave. "Let go of the wheel.” 

"Can't see, man!" 

"Let go, or you'll fucking roll it" 

Thankfully | don't have to pry Dave's hands off myself. Or wedge my gut between him and the wheel. Doesn't 
hurt either that the incline is leveling off. | wait for our momentum to do the same, then instruct him to 
pump the brakes gently until the RV rolls to a stop. On the shoulder, no less. | wait until Dave sets the parking 
brake before | slump back into the passenger seat, close my eyes, and wait for the heart attack to kill me. 
"Holy shit," Dave mutters. 

"You can say that again 

"Holy shit” 

"Didn't mean literally." 

"Holy shit," he goes on. And on. Faster and louder as the shock wears off and a deranged excitement sets in 


"Holy shit. Holy shit! Ho-lee SHIT!" The driver door flies open and | hear Dave's sneakers hit the pavement 
before | can tell him to shut the fuck up. 


| flip the key back in forth in the ignition Nothing. Deader than disco. 

"Dave?" 

He doesn't answer. | ease myself out the passenger door, half tempted to kiss the pavement in gratitude, and 
spot him standing in the middle of the road about thirty feet behind the RV. His arms are spread sideways, 
palms-up. Sunlight glints from whatever is in each hand. A pair of compasses, looks like. Dave has a few more 


lined up on the ground as well. 


"Check it out," he says. Like a kid on Christmas morning. "The needles are dancing. And none of these 
motherfuckers are pointed in the same direction" 


Dave's not wrong. He's just exaggerating. The compass needles are all pointing within a few degrees of north, 
and they're jittering slightly, not dancing. They may not even be moving at all. Could be an optical illusion caused 
by the adrenaline wearing off. | make sure to keep my hands in my back pockets while | explain all this to Dave, 


because they're sure as fuck shaking right now. 


"There's a lot that can interfere with magnetic fields. Especially with these dinky little old-school compasses. 
Try the one on your phone." 


"Already did," Dave replies. "Phone's completely dead. Check yours’ 
Yep. Same thing, 

"Well, shit! 

"| knew it! 


"Did you forget to charge yours too?" | ask "I only had about thirty percent when we left. Signal's been going 
in and out for the last hour, and that'll drain your battery even faster." 


‘Mine was about halfway." 

"You sure?" 

"James." He says it like | should know better. Like I'm obviously reaching. "We might be old, but we're not 
complete idiots when it comes to technology. No way could battery drain happen that quickly. You were 
checking your email just fine ten minutes ago." 


Right before he asked how long I've been off the wagon. Yep. | remember. 


“There's a lot that can go wrong with these damn phones. They're designed to break down prematurely so that 


we'll pay even more to get them fixed" 


Dave pats his pockets. "Hold that thought,” he says before dashing back to the RV and returning a minute 


later with the emergency roadside kit and something that looks like a remote control. 
"The hell's that? One of those Star Trek things?" 
"Electromagnetic field detector." 


| don't realize I'm holding my breath until he flicks it on. The LED indicators all light up initially, then blink off 
again, except for the lowest indicator. Green. Dave makes a quick circuit around the RV while | check the radio 
again. Still nothing. No luck with the ignition either. | open the battery compartment and sigh, wishing to fuck I'd 
charged my phone on the off-chance we have a signal out here. 

At least Dave studied the satellite imagery before we left. 

"How far back was that ranger station we passed?" 

He's holding the meter above his head now. Pointed at the sky. "Three, maybe four miles." 

Which means I'll be lucky to make it on foot before dark, unless someone comes along who can give me a lift. 
Or the RV batteries a jump. Not likely. | haven't seen another vehicle behind or ahead of us since we passed 


the place--long enough that Dave has already forgotten his misgivings about blocking the road. 


The word stranded inches its way toward the base of my brain. The part that controls fear. The place where 
my ugliest and most painful memories live: sleeping by day, swarming at night. 


"Do me a favor: 
"Whats that?" 

| pull Dave's arm down and swipe the meter from his hand. 
Hey 


"Get your head out of the clouds, for one thing." | stuff the meter into my pocket and ignore the pouting that 


ensues. "You already know we can't be too careful out here." 


"Which is exactly why | think we should wait," Dave says, "instead of wasting our energy trying to walk to the 


station" 


"Not our energy. Mine." 


"James-—" 
"Someone stops to help, you can jump-start this bitch and come pick me up. Or the other way around” 
Dave shakes his head. "I dort think that's a good idea” 

"Why?" 

"Because you don't know what's out there. Or who" 


"That's why | brought the bear spray and the hunting knife, and exactly why l'm taking them with me. Still got 
yours handy?" 


Dave nods warily as | climb back into the RV and grab the backpack behind my seat. | check the portable 
lantern inside. Thankfully, the LEDs blaze right up. | toss my leather jacket over the opposite shoulder and give 


Dave the most reassuring look | can muster. 


"Like | was saying, do me a favor and stay close to the RV. Set up a road flare once it gets dark. Ranger sees 


that, they'll stop for sure." 

"Safety in numbers, man. I'm telling you." 

"We don't don't have time to stand here debating it." 

"The power could come right back on," Dave insists. "Happens a lot in cases like this. Whatever's causing the 
drain can release its hold just as quickly, and boom! Phones light up, engine turns over. Everything's normal 
again Wouldn't you rather see that for yourself?" 

‘I'd rather get my ass moving here in the real world where batteries don't magically recharge on their own" 
"Stay here. Please. The rangers will find us sooner or later." 

l'm already a dozen paces away. "Rather it be sooner." 

"Then let me go instead." 


"It's fine. | could use the exercise.” 


Even though Dave is in far better shape. | wait for him to pipe up with that very retort, or jog after me to 


prove it. Instead, he calls out, "I'm sorry for what | said earlier.” 


| feet my fists clench but refuse to break stride. 


"Forget it" 
"You don't have to prove anything.” 
Whatever the fuck that means. "I said, forget it." 


Dave calls out my name, but | ignore him. He asks if | can at least give him his EMF meter back. | flip the bird 
over my shoulder. That seems to do the trick Whatever Dave mutters in response is no match for the drum 
of my boot soles against concrete. | don't glance back until I've crested the hill. No sign of Dave behind me. No 
sound but the rustling of pines in the breeze. 


So much for Dave worrying about my safety. 


| march on, ignoring the pangs of abandonment as | imagine him hovering over his compasses again, having 
already forgotten me just like | told him to. Not that its my job to care. It's my job to keep things under 
control around here. To keep this silly little excursion from getting out of hand. To solve problems as they 
occur instead of wandering around in a geeked-out haze, pointing random gadgets at the sky. As the officially 
designated Scully, I'm doing exactly what's expected of me. Hopefully Dave (I refuse to call him Mulder) 


recognizes that and is leaving me the fuck alone to do it. 
"Shoulda said no," | grumble to myself. 


Which would have left Dave stranded in the very same spot, most likely. He claimed he was going whether | 
joined him or not. | said yes because | didn't want Dave to be out here all alone. | saw the pain in his eyes that 
night. Now | wonder how much of that pain was even real and how much was my own projected onto Dave's 
face. | imagined myself alone in the wilderness--alone with regret and self-loathing and fear, all screaming for 
their nightly meal--wearing Dave's mask. Chasing creatures who never intended me any harm as a way of 
running away from myself. | imagined how awful that would feel. How awful Dave would feel. How awful | would 


feel if | stayed home, worrying about Dave. 

Not that any of that matters. Right or wrong, | said yes, and now here | am. | tell myself it's for the best. 
The RV will only be dead for an hour or two, instead of all night potentially. lm still doing Dave a favor. I'm still 
looking out for him. Even though he's alone back there, just like | was afraid of. 

Maybe | should've let him come with me. 

Maybe | should go back.. 

"No." 

Stop being a pussy, Hetfield Dave is a grown man who can take care of himself. He's not my brother, and l'm 


not his keeper. He would slow us down if | let him tag along. He'd be waving that damn meter in the air. If it 
spiked, he'd probably go dashing into the woods like a hound on a scent. Break his fucking ankle again. Yeah. 


That'd be just my luck. Better he stay back within limping distance of shelter. 


Better he stay back where he can't piss me off even further. 


To be continued. 


Lights Coming Up Ahead (Don't Look Now) 


Author's Notes: 
Solo James, for the next couple chapters, but not the last we'll see of Dave. 


| manage to push Dave to the periphery of my thoughts for about a mile, until the wind kicks up. The shadows 
of oncoming night have already blackened the undergrowth. | set the backpack down just long enough to throw 
my jacket on and dig out a granola bar. My knuckles brush against a pair of gloves that l'm hoping | won't need 
before | reach the ranger station | have two single-shot bottles of vodka rolled up inside. The plan was to save 
them until Dave fell asleep in his bunk, then go outside for a midnight whiz and drink one in secret. Itll be 


damn hard to resist downing them both if | have to touch the bottles. 


Nope. Not gonna happen. Just imagining the look of pity in that fucker's eyes is enough to spur me on. | chew 
slowly to make the granola bar last, then cram both fists into my pockets. The bulge of my hunting knife 
reassures me. The bulge of Dave's EMF meter does the opposite. Wish | could chuck the stupid thing into the 
woods, but that would be petty. | wish even more that | had a gun instead. A gun and a reflective hunting vest. 
Its not aliens I'm worried about out here. Its Earthlings. People. People who could potentially do a lot worse 


than an anal probe if they managed to abduct me. 
People who could simply run my ass over because they didn't see me in time. 


At least | have the lantern. | get only another half mile under my boots before the sun drops below the tree 

line and | have to stop again The lantern opens like a telescope and lights up automatically. When fully open, its 
supposed to be visible up to ten thousand feet. About how far | am from the ranger station right now. If the 

road were a straight line, they might be able to see me. | could use the lantern to signal SOS (the only Morse 
Code | know), and that would be that. Dave and | could be back on the road before the stars come out. 


Or | could stop with the wishful thinking and keep moving. Easier to do both now that I'm surrounded by a halo 
of light. It gives me something to follow. Something to distract me from the shadows creeping up from the 
ground to meet the darkening sky. | scuff my heels on the gravel with every step to add some noise. Some 
nice steady noise so that | won't startle as easily if anything breaks the silence. 


It takes me longer than usual to find a comfortable pace, but when | do, | breathe a sigh of relief. Ironic relief, 
considering the circumstances, but still. Maybe this was a happy accident after all. A break from Dave's 


scrutiny. An excuse to stretch my legs and rattle my bones. | didn't realize how badly | needed any of that 
until | got it. May as well enjoy the respite until-- 


The lantern goes dead. 


"God damn it!" 


| snap the thing closed, then open it again. Nothing. Not even a pinpoint of light. 
"Are you fucking kidding me?" 


Piece of shit is brand new. The batteries are supposed to last for a week at full power. There's barely enough 
daylight to see the compartment, and | waste precious seconds prying it open and jiggling the connections. No 
good. | shake the lantern around. Slam it with the butt of my hand. Still nothing. 


"Fuck!" With that comes the flash-burn of anger. The electric rage galvanizing my limbs. Before | can think 


twice, | fling the lantern as hard as | can into the underbrush. "Fuuuuuuckl" 


Chill out, my instinct tells me. It's not the end of the world. It's a minor inconvenience that only feels major 
because there have already been so many. Shit happens. That's why | always carry a backup--and a backup 
for the backup. 


More specifically, a good old-fashioned glow stick 


There are a half dozen in my pack. Another half dozen in Dave's, back at the camper. Agent Scully always 


comes prepared. So does Papa Het. 


"Go ahead," | taunt as | crack one of those babies and bask in the green aura. "Fucking die on me too. | dare 


you." 


On it glows. Brightly. Defiantly. My (hopefully) undying beacon of hope. | can't help but grin smugly whenever 
anything old school saves the day. 


"Yeah! That's more like it" 
Batteries can kiss my ass. 


| hit the road again, jogging now to make up for lost time. Doesn't do much good. My body's been running like a 
rusted Ford lately. Less and less mileage every day. Spare tire. Check Engine light. Wheels off balance and parts 
coming loose. The damn backpack thumps against my back like a broken fender. I'm huffing and puffing even 


after | slow down. 
"Do the other guys know youre off the wagon?" 


Dave's first question, before he asked how long it's been We were cruising down the road, talking about the 
mysterious lights supposedly seen over certain parts of Angeles National Forest, and | was finally starting to 
relax. Then, boom. Out of the blue. I'm fucking hopeless when you catch me off guard like that. My fists 
clenched in panic while reason pulled the emergency brakes on my mouth. Don't freak out. Don't get defensive. 


But what could | say? 


Meanwhile, | was already shaking my head "no." Which is what | would have said if Dave had simply asked me if 
| was off the wagon. That he knew--or at least assumed correctly--shot my practiced cool all to hell. It was 


like my own batteries died and there | was, hurtling downhill with my stalled brain along for the ride. 


Off the wagon. Stupid expression, but so fucking apt right now. My literal wagon is broken down in the middle 


of nowhere, and l'm wandering off into the darkness alone. Again. 
"What about you, Dave? Are you still on the wagon yourself?" 
The best comebacks never occur to me until later. 


Truth is, | don't know the real answer to either of those questions. The guys have given me no indication that 
they know. Doesn't mean they don't suspect. Dave, meanwhile, has been partying it up with fans and breaking 
bones and sporting casts since before | even relapsed. Maybe that's how he managed to sniff me out. Addict's 
instinct and all. You spot it, you got it. 


The further | trudge, the more | start to wonder if I've really been hiding anything. Dave sussed me out right 
away, and | hadn't seen him in years. How much longer can | pass my decline off as poor diet and tour fatigue? 


Am | still fooling my own bandmates? Was | ever? 
Something stops me dead in my tracks. 


Not the questions | was pondering. | can't even remember what they were now. For whatever reason, my eyes 
are fixed on the horizon. | have the distinct impression | just missed seeing a meteorite. A bright streak falling 
from the sky. Maybe a comet breaking up. They're usually not visible this early in the evening, but the skies 


are much clearer up here. Or maybe it was a trick of the light from the glow stick 


A few paces later, | see it again. 


This time | catch the whole thing. A ball of light, small but intensely bright, shoots up from the trees above 
the bend in the road. Its about the size of a signal flare. Maybe even a firework, except that it doesn't 


explode. It reaches apogee and drops back down again. No smoke. No trail. No whistle or sizzle or sound of any 


kind. 

The fuck 

Minutes pass. Then | see another light. This one rises from the treetops more slowly than the first. | can't tell 
if they're the same color. | can't tell what color this one is, for that matter. It shifts like a prism between red 


and white and gold. The ascent slows, and | wait for this light to fall back to earth like the first. 


Instead, it goes shooting off sideways and disappears. | catch my breath. 


What was that? What the hell did | just see?! 
Then something chirps inside my pocket. 


"Jesus!" | slam my hand over my heart, then snort with laughter as the realization hits. Dave's EMF detector. | 
forgot | was still carrying it. Whether it was on this whole time or | accidentally pressed the power button, it's 
working just fine now. Wish | could say the same for my phone. | also wish | hadn't thrown the damn lantern 


away. 
Chirp! 


| pull the meter from my pocket to see all of the green and one of the yellow indicators lit up. A chill creeps 
over the back of my neck. Nothing should be setting this thing off out here. There are no power lines, my 
phone is dead, and l'm too far from the RV even if it were still running. | haven't seen another vehicle on this 


road since-- 


Hang on. | think | hear something. Some sort of hum in the near-distance. Monotonous, mechanical, and so low 
pitched, its more sensation than sound. | glance over my shoulder, hoping to see headlights, but there's only 
the same dark, lonely road. 


How come | never realized how massive these trees are? How tiny | look standing among them? How much 


quicker night falls in the forest? 
"Shit" 


| break into a jog, fueled by adrenaline this time, and make it almost to the bend in the road before | get 
winded again. Now | can hear the hum even better. Its coming from the woods somewhere in front of me. 


Sounds almost like a small engine. Could be a gas generator chugging along--except that this isn't a camp site. 
Not legally, anyway. 


Which probably means that | should keep moving and do so as quietly as possible. | may be able to hold my 
own against hobos or tweakers with just my knife and pepper spray, but I'm no match for poachers. What a 
fucking ironic headline that would be: Metallica Frontman, Mistaken for Bear, Fatally Shot With Hunting Rifle. Or 
maybe karmic is the word. Part of me thinks | deserve exactly that fate, right down to the obvious jokes. Part 


of me insists on proving the other part wrong. 
Both parts shut up when another light shoots up from the trees. 
This one is bright enough to illuminate the road before it drops back or zooms off or whatever it does. | can 


see what looks like a small, crude roadway cutting through the underbrush. It's grown over by weeds in places, 


but the tire tracks are unmistakable. 


So is the fiery red of the next light. This time, | catch a glimpse of its trajectory through the trees. A signal 
flare. It's gotta be. With that realization comes a sigh of relief. Poachers would never give away their location 
like that. Illegal campers wouldn't be carrying as many flares as I've already seen. Hobos wouldn't have any. Of 
course, | can't say any of that for certain. l'm just ranking the possibilities by likelihood. Process of elimination 
Who (besides Dave himself, two miles back) keeps a half dozen emergency flares on hand AND has detailed 
knowledge of the topography around here? 


Forest rangers. 


Motherfucking forest rangers, that's who! And they wouldn't be shooting off flares and risking a brush fire 
just for the hell of it. Whoever's in there must be in trouble. 


"Hello?" | call out. 


Maybe that's why we haven't seen any forestry vehicles since we turned down this road. The ranger might 


have hit the turn too fast and crashed into the woods. 


Or lost power the same time we did, says the voice in my head. | shrug off the resulting chill and call out 


louder. "Hellooo00?" 

Silence, save for the engine's faint hum. | wait for more flares but see none. | can't see any headlights either. | 
imagine a jeep overturned against a tree with the front end smashed and the driver trapped inside. Either they 
ran out of flares, or they lost consciousness. 

"Is anyone in there?" 

No response but the continued hum. It's awfully low and smooth for the engine on a wrecked vehicle, but trees 
have a way of distorting sound in unpredictable ways. That's why my brain keeps insisting it's a driver in 
distress. Most likely the ranger who normally patrols this road. | need to check on whoever it is before | keep 


going toward the station. 


"Make some noise if you're alive!" 


To be continued. 


Maybe You Should Watch Your Step (Dont Get Lost) 


Author's Notes: 

Here's where things get properly spooky. If you are squeamish or sensitive, please see the content warning 
below* [slight spoilers]. Nothing graphic or violent, just emotionally intense. You can find the full text of the 
quoted poem here. It's a very quick, very fitting read. Thanks and apologies to Robert Frost. 


*CW: traumatic flashbacks, mild gore, implied character death 


"Make some noise if you're alive!" 


A breeze rustles the treetops like spectral applause, but whoever | was addressing remains silent. | feel a 
strange tugging inside me, as if my body is being pulled by opposing magnets: one from the woods and one 
from the road. What if whoever crashed their car has been dead for hours already? I'll be wasting precious 


time and risking my ass for nothing. If | keep going, someone could die who might otherwise be saved. 
"Send up another flare, so | know where you are!" 


No such luck. Even the breeze has dissolved back into the strange, magnetic silence surrounding the source of 
the hum. | can't afford to burn any more daylight standing here. | need it for navigation, no matter which way 
| go. | pull the rest of the glow sticks from the pack and drop the first by the side of the road. | crack 
another and leave it where the tire tracks meet the trees. | unsheathe my hunting knife as the shadows 
envelop me. Now | need two glow sticks just to see the ground. That leaves only two more that | can use to 


mark my path. 

Fuck. I'm packed to the gills and still practically useless. 

"Hellillllooooo?" | shout, loud as | can--then swear under my breath as the EMF meter chirps again One more 
yellow than before. That's gotta be a sign, right? Maybe it's like that old game we played as kids. Hot and Cold. 
The more this meter lights up, the closer | am to whatever's emitting the frequency. 

Encouraged, | walk on A hundred paces before | drop another glow stick on the ground. | still can't see 
anything, and the hum hasn't grown any louder, but | can feel it deeper in my bones now. Like the grind of a 
bass from a soundproofed room. 


"Where are you?" 


Still nothing. | should be getting close to where | saw the flares go up. Hell, | should be there already, unless 


my depth perception was way off. Which it very well could be. | decide to give it another hundred paces before 
| turn back Anywhere beyond that is too dark to navigate with a single glow stick. I'll report what | saw to the 
rangers as soon as | get to the station Leave the search and rescue to those better equipped. At least I'll 


sleep easier tonight, knowing | went as far as | safely could. 


Who am | kidding? After this little hike, l'm liable to sleep like the dead no matter what happens. | try to laugh 


but shiver instead at my choice of words. Reminds me too much of a poem | once heard. 
"The woods are lovely, dark, and deep." 
"But | have promises to keep," | whisper. 


"And miles to go before | sleep," Cliff whispers back from the void of memory, reading from some dusty 
poetry anthology he picked up for a dime at a yard sale. "And miles to go before | sleep." 


In reality, I'm only about twenty paces from my stopping point, not miles. Thank fuck. Miles are what | feel like 
I've already walked. The fact that | haven't seen anything resembling wreckage along the way makes me wonder 
why | assumed there was a wreck in the first place. Agent Scully herself would probably tell me it's PTSD. 
Subconscious trauma from the bus accident, coupled with my present surroundings. Broken-down vehicle. 
Desolate stretch of road. No help in sight. Naturally, | would add those up to the worst possible conclusion 


Fine. But what about the rest? Where is that vibration coming from? Who fired off those flares? 


Doesn't matter, Scully would insist. No wreckage suggests there's no one injured or dead out here. More likely, 
someone is out here who shouldn't be. | announced myself like an idiot, and that's why | haven't heard a sound 


since | entered the woods. 

Lovely, dark, and deep. 

In other words, perfect camouflage for whoever's pointing a right-scope rifle at my dumb ass. The hum is 
probably from their meth lab. Dave said there was an abandoned radio shack somewhere out here. Figures I'd 
only remember that detail now. Pay off a few forest rangers, and you could get up to all kinds of shit in these 
parts. Shit that | shouldn't be stepping anywhere near, let alone sticking my nose into. 

"Count of three," | shout, "then I'm outta here." 

But I have promises to keep. 

Fuck promises. Fuck that stupid poem that won't get out of my head. Fuck all this weird shit that I've been 
seeing and hearing, and fuck that stupid RV for breaking down where it did. Fuck cheap batteries. Fuck my lack 


of common sense. Fuck the alcohol withdrawal that's probably causing it. 


"One!" 


And miles to go before | sleep 
Fuck that. Fuck this whole trip. 
"Two!" 

Fuck Dave, most of all 
The 

SCREEEEEEEE! 


My heart slams into my throat (oh shit, the brakes are locked! we're gonna roll) before | realize it's just the 
EMF meter again. | fumble with both pockets, forgetting which one | stuffed it in, and damn near slice myself 
with the hunting knife. The indicator lights are completely in the red, glowing brighter than their tiny bulbs 
should allow. The volume knob takes forever to find My ears keep ringing even after I've killed the sound. | 
slam the meter on the ground, trying to kill the lights as well. When that fails, | kick the fucking thing. It traces 
a glowing arc through the shadows, but never hits the ground. 


"The hell?" 


Or, rather, it keeps falling right past where it should have hit the ground. Like there's some kind of drop-off. 
Empty air where there should be a path. The end of the fucking earth, for all | know. Everything around me is 
dark now. The sky is a scrap of raw denim snagged between pitch-black treetops. Feels like I've been in these 


woods for hours instead of minutes. Feels like midnight already. 

"Jaaaaames?" 

| catch my breath and feel my eyes go wide. Was that Dave calling my name, or my tinnitus playing tricks? 
Hard to tell this far from the road. Hard to tell beyond that rumbling hum. Speaking of, when did it start to 
rumble? When did the ground start trembling like this? When did the trees start raining leaves? 

"James! You in there, man?" 

"Dave?" | croak out, vocal cords frozen in panic. Something's wrong. The rumbling has deepened to where | can 
feel it in my bones now. I'm surrounded by the shivering percussion of branches being shaken by something 
far stronger than wind. 


Oh fuck. 


For one shining second, every piece of weird shit that's happened suddenly makes sense. The power failures. 


The electromagnetic spikes. The hum. The vibration. The dizziness. The visceral unease. Hell, maybe even the 


lights, if they were indeed emergency flares. 
Its an earthquake. 
"Daaaaavel" 


No telling if he even heard me, because a branch comes crashing down nearby--followed by dozens more 
throughout the woods. Jesus Christ. | have to get out of here before Dave tries to follow me any further. | 
never should have left him behind | never should have left, period. Dave warned me. | flipped him off. It was 


supposed to be a parting gesture, not a dying one. 
"Hang on, l'm--" 


Hurtling toward the ground before | even hear the thunderous crack above my head. | don't know if | tripped 
or threw myself down. All | can do is watch helplessly as the last two glow sticks tumble away into the 
darkness. Then my browbone collides with my own fist. Fireworks erupt behind my eyes in ironic celebration 


Congratulations, Dumbass! You done fucked up for good this time. 


Not for good. | can still breathe. | can still move. | even manage to stand up again after crawling out from a 
tangle of smaller branches and twigs. Looks like the business end missed me, thank fuck My vision is a mess 
of TV static, but at least that's better than putting out my eye with the hunting knife clenched in my other 
hand. Why couldn't | have dropped that instead of the glow sticks? | don't need to stab anyone during an 


earthquake. | need to see the path so | can get the fuck out of these woods before | get crushed or swallowed 
up. 


Just run, | tell myself. Just turn around and run Run toward the sound of Dave's voice. Look for the other 
glow sticks marking the entrance to the woods. That's why | put them there to begin with. Shouldn't be too 


long before | see one. 

| make a break for it, elbows up to deflect fallen branches from my face. Relief floods my veins a few 
moments later when | spot a glow stick in the fallen leaves. Thank God. That means I'm only two hundred paces 
from the road--and from Dave, who I'll kiss on the fucking lips if we both make it out of these woods alive. | 
grab the glow stick and hold it like a torch as | plunge on. Please let him see me.. Please let him see me.. 

"Fuck yeah!" 

Prayers answered. There's a light winking from the trees ahead. 

Wait, there are two now! Red-gold, just like the safety flares from our road kit, trailing up and down in the 
darkness. Dave must be trying to signal me. If not Dave, then a ranger who spotted my glowing breadcrumb 


trail. | try to call out, but the rumble-hum is so loud now that | can't even hear my own voice. 


Doesn't matter. | know I'm getting closer because the lights are getting bigger and brighter. | still can't see the 


path for shit, but that doesn't matter either. All that matters is that I'm getting closer. All that matters is 
that I'm almost there. 


Almost there. 
Almost-- 
Then the earth crumbles beneath my feet. 


| don't even have time to panic, thank fuck, before my boots strike dirt again. My ass goes down hard, followed 
by my palms. | realize I'm sliding now instead of falling. | also realize that | ran the wrong fucking way. This is 
where the path was already washed out. This is where | kicked the EMF meter that seemed to disappear into 
thin air. | mustve gotten turned around when that branch fell. | dig my heels into the mud to slow my skid. 
The ground is already leveling back out. | can feel it beneath my soles. When | finally stop sliding a second later, 
| notice a telltale rainbow of lights winking up from the leaves a few yards ahead. Taunting me. | imagine the 


meter spelling out k-a-r-m-a in Morse Code right before | stomp its lights out for good. 


The urge to do exactly that overwhelms me as | rise to my feet. | should be turning around. | should climb 
right back up that slope and follow the path out of the woods, now that | know the right direction. The 
branches have stopped falling and the rumbling has dulled once more to a low vibration I've lived through 
enough earthquakes to know that right now is my best shot at escape before the ground starts shaking again 
Maybe my only shot. 


Too late. All | see is red as | stalk toward the meter. Red flickering bulbs. Red rage that shatters into red panic 
a second later when a root snags my toe. Red pain in my knees. Red pain in my palms. Red pain up my arms as 
my elbows give way. Red pain between my ribs. Red-hot curses rolling off my tongue the whole motherfucking 
time. 


No red blood, though. Not until | sit up to look for my hunting knife and see the hilt sticking out of my chest. 
Not until | make the mistake of yanking it free. In the green chemical glow, the life seeping between my fingers 


looks more black than crimson. Like spilled ink 

"Jaaaames?" 

Dave! His voice is so clear but seems to be coming from miles away now. Or maybe it's just an echo in my 
dying mind. That's when | realize the vibrations have stopped. The wind has stopped. The woods are dead silent 
except for the gurgling rasp of my own breath (is that how Cliff sounded before we found him?) and the crunch 
of approaching footsteps. 

Oh shit. 


If my throat weren't filling with blood, | would yell for Dave--not to help me, but to get the fuck out of here. 


Because whoever is walking toward me obviously isn't Dave. Dave would be running, not strolling casually. Dave 


would be screaming his lungs out, not whistling some old Skynyrd riff. Whoever it is doesn't give one single 
fuck that I'm breathing my last as he stops beside me and takes a long, slow drag off a cigarette. 


| don't dare turn to face him. The woods are lovely, dark, and deep, and that's a good enough dying vision for 


me. Of course the fucker won't even let me have that. | spit blood as he steps in front of me. 
"Just lemme die in peace." 
He takes another drag, and my heart stops cold as the ember illuminates his face. 


"Fuuuuuck, man," Cliff says. "Didn't anyone ever teach you not to run with scissors?" 


To be continued. 


Banging On The Ceiling (Keep It Down) 


The movies always show people waking from nightmares with a scream, catapulting from their pillows or 
flailing onto the floor. I've never had one of those. Maybe it's because I've almost died in so many dreams that 
it barely surprises me any more. | blink myself awake. Sometimes | still catch my breath, but most times (like 
right now), | just lie there and yawn, reassured by the pulse thumping in my ears that I'm still alive and out of 
danger. My heartbeat is usually the one clue that | was scared for my life. | never bother trying to 

remember what tried to kill me in my dreams, because why should |? Reality is threatening enough. Kirk 
taught me a grounding technique years ago that works great for nightmares. One by one, | focus on each of 


my senses. | rely on them to tell me what's actually going on. 


For instance, hearing. Sound. Someone nearby is either grinding on a bass with the volume way down, or they're 
listening through custom speakers that make the jam session sound live. | say jam loosely, because there's no 
discernible tune between the random scales and fragments of riffs. A few sound familiar enough to take me 
back to the days when we practiced in whatever dump we could afford, provided there was a couch, a fridge, 
and a toilet on the premises. Whenever | got too wasted to keep up, I'd crash out on flattened cushions that 
smelled like beer or ass or bong water. Usually all three. The guys would turn their amps down so | could sleep 


and keep right on jamming. 


Speaking of smells, there's no trace of stale couch, but there is smoke. Campfire smoke. The tang of fresh-cut 


wood smoldering in the crisp air. 


| open my eyes to a brilliant array of stars in an indigo sky. No trees, at least from this vantage point. The 
view is cut off by the opening of a tent. At least | assume it's a tent. I'm lying on my back with my head 
outside the opening, for some reason. Probably because it's such a clear and peaceful night. Embers swirl from 
the campfire nearby. Red-gold, drifting like stars to the heavens. | drink in the vision, transfixed, before 
curiosity gets the better of me and | finally start feeling around. 


Whatever | fell asleep on is flat and unforgiving, like the bed of a pickup truck. Sure enough, | stretch my arms 
to either side and touch metal walls. What | thought was the entrance to a tent must be the back gate and 
camper-top door, both propped open. 


A breeze whispers across my bare chest. Where the hell's my shirt? 


Never mind. It's crumpled in a pile right here, near my right hand. l'm still wearing my jeans and boots. Ditto 
my flannel button-up, albeit unbuttoned. | must've gotten hot and stripped to the waist while | was asleep. My 
arms must've gotten cold again at some point. The cushion under my shoulders turns out to be my own 
leather jacket, spread open like a blanket. | push up to my elbows, then ease my arms back into the sleeves. 
That's when | feel the tug of adhesive tape against skin. 


A shiver runs down my spine. Not because the sensation itself is strange. | have wires taped to my body 
every time | go onstage. What's odd is the location. The right side of my chest, between my nipple and 


collarbone. Wires always run down the back. Never mind that I'm camping, not touring. Nothing should be taped 


anywhere right now. 
Unless... 


My hand begins to tremble as | reach for the tape. | don't understand why until my fingertips graze the 


unmistakable weave of gauze. 

Dizziness engulfs me as my arms flop back to my sides. Stars race across the insides of my eyelids, chased 
by technicolor flash-bulbs and scraps of whatever nightmare | just woke from. Torn strips of film. | force my 
eyes open again before they can play out in my mind. Fumble with the buttons on my shirt, as if hiding the 
bandage will somehow erase it (and whatever's aching beneath it now) from existence. The flannel feels stiff 
and dirty. | don't want to know why. | don't want to remember anything that happened before | woke up. | just 
want to find my backpack. My mouth tastes like I've been sucking on pennies, and | just want something to 
wash it clean. 

| just want a fucking drink. 

"Dave?" 

He better not have gone through my pack, nosy fucker. Better not have found my stash. 

"No Daves here," says the last voice | should be hearing right now. "Just you and me." 

My blood freezes and thaws in the space of a breath. This time, | catapult for real. Slam my forehead against 
the camper roof. Fall backward into thin air. Grab the truck gate before | break my neck, but not quick enough 
to keep from tumbling out onto my ass. 


"Whoa. Take it easy there, Gramps." 


| scramble to my knees, then to my feet. All | manage are a few wobbling steps before my butt kisses the 
dirt again. The back of my skull thumps against the vehicle | just fell out of. 


"Fuck!" 

"Try not to break a hip. | just got done patching you up." 

"Patching me..what the fuck do you mean?" | put my hands up to block my view of the man by the campfire, 
and any reply from him as well. "Never mind. Forget | asked. l'm obviously dreaming again. I'd appreciate if you'd 


help me wake the fuck up." 


Cliff chuckles. "Literally or metaphorically?" 


"Literally, smartass." | thump myself upside the head a few times for effect. "Since my usual wake-up tricks 
don't seem to be working.” 


"Could be your problem, right there. You can't literally wake up if you're not literally sleeping.” 


"Of course l'm sleeping. The only times we ever talk to each other are in my fucking dreams, for obvious 


fucking reasons. And | always wake up before." 


He sets his bass aside, propped against the massive stump he's been sitting on. The amplifier drones on with a 
warm magnetic hum. Warm and soothing. Just like the campfire. Just like the sound of Cliff's voice. "Before 
what?" 


Before | can remember what | really wanted to say to him. 
"Nothing," | whisper. 


Or before | can second-guess myself when | do remember. Either way. We've never gotten further than small 
talk and bullshit before | realize its all in my head and, consequently, wake up. Cliff fades back into memory 
whenever this happens. A face dissolving into TV static. Into darkness. Not clear as day in the dancing amber 
glow, like he is right now, tapping a smoke from the pack he pulled from his denim jacket. 


Speaking of memory, there's another flash as he lights the cigarette. A red glowing ember winking between his 
fingers. A throbbing sting between my ribs. Some joke about running with scissors, which might be funny if 


that's what | was actually carrying when-- 
"Forget it. The details aren't important." 
“Aren't they?" 


It would be hypocritical to tell Cliff to shut up, because all I've wanted for thirty-two years is a chance for us 
to talk like we really should have that last time. I'm the one who should shut up right now. Let Cliff have his 
say, if that's what it takes to mend the torn parts of my subconscious. That's obviously what conjured him 
here to begin with. 


"Can you at least stop being so cryptic?" As | pull myself to my feet, | see my backpack sitting behind him on 
the stump. It looks like it's been rifled through. The first aid kit is poking out the top. I'm not sure why that 
bothers me until | feel the tape tug at my chest again "Whatever happened in my first dream was fucked-up 
enough to boot me into this one. That's all | know." 


Cliff drags on the cigarette, nodding as he blows smoke from those long nostrils of his. "You're getting 


warmer.” 


Another memory flash. One of Dave's gadgets in my hand. Green indicator lights, followed by yellow, followed 


by red. The further | walked, the more they lit up. Getting warmer. Getting closer and closer to whatever | 
was following in the first place. It made me think of that old game, Hot and Cold. 


No coincidence, obviously, that Cliff wants me to keep playing. 

| can tell it's on the tip of your tongue." 

The way his lip curls back in that laconic grin makes me shiver. Have | ever dreamed him in this much detail? 
Come to think of it, have | ever shivered in a dream before? Have | ever felt any physical sensations as 
clearly in a dream as | am in this one? 


Speaking of, | feel another twinge under the gauze. 


"You said you patched me up." My pulse quickens as Cliff nods again. "Whatever's under this bandage still 
hurts." 


"Bad?" 
"Enough to notice." Which should be enough to wake me up. 


"Then maybe you should sit down" Cliff gestures across the campfire at another stump. The place appears to 


be dotted with them. Some kind of clearing in the woods. "Take a load off" 


Part of me wants to insist that I'm fine, but | doubt he'll buy that after watching me fall twice on my ass, so 
| plant it on the offered stump. Lean forward with a sigh. 


"What's the big secret, huh? There's something sharp that I'm lying on, and for whatever reason, l'm sleeping 
too deeply to do anything about it. Hot or cold?" 


A beat of silence. Then, "lukewarm." 


"Okay, so maybe not something l'm lying on. Maybe | strained my pecs lifting something heavy, and I'm only 
feeling it now. Right? l'm sure as shit not twenty any more." 


"Cold," Cliff says. 

"Jesus. Just give me a hint." 
"Already did." 

"What, that l'm not sleeping?" 


He picks up the bass and starts riffing again. The same bits and pieces as earlier, but faster now. Fast enough 


that they almost sound like the revving of a small engine. 

"Sound familiar?" he asks. 

In my mind, that blinking gadget again. Dave's EMF detector. | remember that part now. Nearby, the remnants 
of a driveway off the paved road. An overgrown set of tire tracks winding between the trees. The further | 
walked, the louder | could hear the pulse and growl of what | thought was a wrecked vehicle--except that it 
sounded just like this. Just like a Rickenbacker 4001 bass. 

It was you." | point. "I was following you. This whole time, | thought someone crashed into the woods. | thought 
they were trapped in their vehicle with the engine running. Couldn't call anybody because my phone was dead, 
but | couldn't just leave without checking first." 


"You always were a good man, Charlie Brown" 


| wish Cliff would stop joking around. Stop acting like this is no big deal. "What about the earthquake? Was that 
you too, or did that happen in real life?" 


"Hot and cold," he says. 
"How the hell's that different from lukewarm?" 


"The noise and the damage--yeah, those were me. Those were my fault. But it wasn't an earthquake, and it 
didn't quite happen in real life." 


Not even gonna ask what quite means. 
"And the flares | saw above the trees?" 


As if on cue, the smoldering logs settle into themselves with a crackle and a whoosh. Embers race for the sky. 
Except, they don't move like embers. They don't dissolve as they rise into cooler air, like burning ash should. 


Something's definitely off about that 

More proof that Im dreaming, | guess. 

"Dave told me there were lights out here. Unidentified lights where there shouldnt be any” 
"Getting warmer." 


"But all | see is your campfire. You're lucky I'm not Smokey the Bear, with all that burning ash you're putting 
off" 


Cliff chuckles. "You look enough like him to fool anyone else." 


"Hey. Not all of us have the luxury of eternal youth." 


"Says the man who's been twenty-three in every dream we've shared." He tosses another log into the fire. 


"Except this one." 
"Uh-uh. Wrong. | always come in from the present day." 


"But then you always look down at your hands, at some point. Or you catch a glimpse in the mirror. Bam! 198b 
again! No ink. No gut. No lines around your eyes. Doesn't matter where you started. You always end right back 


up on the Puppets tour." 


Damn. That almost hits hard, until | remember Cliff's not really here. Then it hits a different kind of hard. In 
any case, this is really where | should be waking up. I've always woken up before things between us get too 


heavy. Before he can see just how broken | still am. 
"I's okay, man. No shame in being broken" 

My jaw drops. 

"How did you know what | was--?" 


Cliff points to his head, then mine, and makes that V-sign like Spock always did. For whatever reason, it bugs. 
Maybe because it reminds me too much of Grohl and his fucking alien fixation. Maybe because | don't like 


having my mind read. Even in a dream where l'm technically the one doing it. 


"Enough with the Vulcan shit. | get your point. | look like a geezer right now, instead of a kid" | throw my arms 


wide. "Hooray for self-awareness!" 
"Don't think you're quite there yet. But you're getting warmer." 


With that, he starts riffing again. Faster. Louder. Too loud for me to talk over, but not loud enough to hurt my 
ears. Definitely not loud enough to shake the trees or the ground. The practice amp sitting on the stump 
shouldn't be able to do either, even at full volume. Where the fuck is it plugged in? My eyes follow the cord 
past the fire's glow to the doorway of an old cinderblock shed, a dozen feet away. Must be the radio shack 
that Dave told me about. That would explain this little clearing in the woods--and the tire tracks that led me 
here. Even though it looks abandoned, it's obviously still getting power. Or generating it. 


"Warmer," Cliff shouts. 
| glance back to flip him the bird, and that's when | see the EMF meter lying on the stump next to my 


backpack. The indicator lights pulse from green to yellow with every beat. Cliff doesn't miss a single one as | 


walk over and grab the meter. Sure enough, the closer | get to the radio shack, the more indicators blink on 


Something stops me before they go all the way into the red. Something visceral. Instinctual. Maybe it's because 
| know better than to fuck around with sketchy electrical setups. 


Maybe its because | know there's a lot more to this campsite than a little high voltage rock and roll. 
"Warmer!" 


On second thought, what do | have to lose? What's the worst that could happen if, say, | gave this power cord 


a nice hard yank? 
Cliff turns down his volume again. "Won't kill ya, but it won't be a good time." 
"Yeah, well, neither is this dream." 


In other words, time to peace out. Catch each other in the next one. That's why | don't bother with goodbyes 


as | reach down, wrap my fingers around the cord, and brace myself to ride the lightning. 


To be continued. 


